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ABSTRACT , ' ^ ^ ^ V . ' ' 

In response to public ccncern OFir the effects of 
teleyisior coBmerciala on children^ tbt^^Pedeial Trade Consission 
foroiulated regulatory proposals that woiiid tan ^certain advertising 
from children's television and regulate a4v#rtifing intended for the 
eight year old to the eleven year old age group, Boweyer-, in the 
light of two recent reseatfch studies, it is ^imEertant to,r€a8S€SS the 
tendency of parents to relegate^ and fcr regulatcry todies to assume^ 
parental responsibilities for the/cons\jner sccialisaticn cf children. 
The first study indicated that so^her^chlld interaction does 
influence the child's developnent of sucii ccnsaffer-iela ted skills as 
prodiict awareness^ comparison^ and evalaatian* Eased cn Piaget* s 
theory of cognitive developmeat, the teccnd study revealed that 
preschool children possess a sophisticated atllity tc understand the 
nature and purpose of television ccfflieicials and are able to discern 
commercial content from prograni content. Eased cn th.i^ research,^ 
effprts to increase parental in volveffii rt^ in the consuBer 
socialisation gf their children provide a acre lealistic and 
potentially more effective solutlori for regulating childrtn^s 
television viewing than control through regulatcry agencies, (MA'I) 
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/ REGULATING CHILDREN'S "TELEVISION ADVERTISING: 

REASSESSING PARENTAL\ RESPONSiBILITY - * 

In the area of the chMd/televi sion advertising relationship's both 
^governmental regulatory agencies and various seTf-nQgulatory bodies are ^ { 
reacting to a perceived public concern over the effects of t^levisioii 
commercials on children. Regulatory proposals have recantly b$en fdrmulated 
* by the Federal Trade Commission in response to such concern that would ■ 
-1) ban all television advertising from pTOgrams seen by* substantial audiences 
of children under'age 8 because they are too young to undei^stand the selTjng 
intent of commercials; 5) ban television ^advertising of. sugary foods that 
pose a clBntal health risk from programs seen by significant numbers of 
children betv;een ages, 6 pd 11; and 3) all dw continued television advertising 
of less ha-zardous sugared foods^to the 8 to ll-year-old group, but only if 
individual food advertisers fund balancing nutritional • disclaimers] Critics 

V." ■ ; 

argue that these proposals' do not go far enough; advertisers argue that these 

proposals are too restrictive (1, 4, 5^ 9, 10), ^ ' . 

■ - • 1 ^ . ^ ^ 

While many of |h^ arguments presented-'-for" or '"against'* the practice 
of advertising to chilWerr differ and others overlap, most interested par- 
ties tend to agree that more indepth^ahd reliable research data-is nefeded^ 
as a basis for val.id and^ effective regulation (3, 8), Judging ,fj^om the 



^See FTC's^Staff Repo^ r on ChfldrGn's Television Adyertising,* 1978. 



Comitilss'l^n'^s recent activities, however, regylatiiohs wiil be foftbconiing 

F 

whether hard ein'pirical proof of the actMl ruled for' such regulation's exist 
or not. After eight years 0%^ consumerist complaints about the effects of 
television comnierciats on 'childrin 5 this Dbisarvat^on is certainly supported 
by Chairman Wlchael" Pertschuk' s successful effort at quickiy getti-ng tJie 



chilijdren's ad pragrsm Before the tpmm^sion . ' . ' " 

^ Tbls^ paptr was^ not 'undertafcen.,, or presumptuous inoygfu to atilnr^pt t/o 
fresolve the quest f on 0f empiricaT need or the regulatory controversy^ turround- 
tag the practice of advfertf sing. to. children , Rather the purposi is to cdm-^ .s,. 
raent on tlie, jneed for alT '^^nterested groups Inci'uding regulatory' bO'di es 5 to 
conisider the ijiipl ications of recent rejearch by Reid (11 land Wack.nian'5* Waftella 



md Ward (^3)conceriiing tile impact of parCTtal Involvenient on children's 

? 

abiillty to uhdersta?id television advertising. These studies are particularly. 
. Impontaat because they niove beyond the age det'SJ^niinlstlc view of most ra-^ 
search (lilt suggestf ng that parents play a potentially major roTe in child- 
renH consunier learning' as previoy.sTy suggest-ed by other researchers (1)^ 
They suggest a reassessnietnt of the te\ridency fbr parenlts to t^elegate, and 
for regulatory bodies to assume, ^parental jesponf.ibil i ties of consunier educa^, 
tipn.- The findings of the studies are briefly summarized In the -foil owing 
se^'on. Subsequent Jectiorts ^coniniant on' recent^ reguTatory directions and 
diiscu'ss the deslrabilfty of involving parents .more, directly in the process 



of consumer soci'alization. - * ' = . 

* NEW RESEARCH DIRECtl/NS ^ - ' ^ • 

Like'other stupes conducted ty\ard and' his associates, the Wackman? 



Wartella, and Ward stydy (]3J was based on Piaget*s "theory of cognitlve^ J 
developnient- It v/as assumed that young children develop froni "perceptually 



^narrow information decoders-' in their earl iest consunier a^(s to ''abstract' 
and broad Inforniatton proi::0ssDrs" by early adolescence. Contrary to this 
expectation, ^howayer, cMldrm^ a$ any age-graded stage of cognittve 
developments were fou^d^yto possess the potential ability to learn various 
consufner- related skfns.r Rather than chronological age^ niobKer-child 
interaction was found to be tht^ most significant contributing factor to 
children-s consunier skilly acquisition^. Specifically, oiother-child inlfer- 
action was foimd to influence the following skilTs: 1) awareness of perfor^ 
inance characteristics of products; 2) av/areness of purees of informationj 
3) understanding of television commercials; 4) awareness of various brands ; 
arid 5) use of physical and functional attributes of farand comparison. AT- 
^ thbiigh it.v/afe t^epdrted that most mothers do not attempt to teach consunier- 
related skills, ^the reseaTCh suggests that pa,rental supervision and 
other types of paront^child interaction' and commbnication are important in 
chl4^ren' learnfng to understand television advertis ;ing , 

Reid (11) attenipted to move beyond survey research (i.e., self^ 
adininistered interview^ ^hedulas and parental, ofasarvations) by observing 
cf^ildren's interacKlonaT eKperience with .tGlevision advertising while ac- 
tually situated in frofit of the family -s television net, JCo measure the 
impact of faini4^ group interactTori on cHildren's undefstanding of 'television 
advertising, nine family grotips, with varying consumer teaching orientations 
were ordered in a 3 x 3 observational design The' cfi 11 dr'en oJjserved ranged^ 
in age from three to eleven, ' - ' 

The preschoor chil dr6n under study displayed surprisinf so^phisticatiom 
in their ability to understand the nature and purpose of televisiQfi conimer- 
cials, contrary to agc'-graded accounts of such cognitive ability. While suci 



sopli.isti cation vms niore pronounced 1n a prescboDl child fronr a higir consumer- 
oriented household, the other'^ prGschool childrGn included fn the saiiiple dis- 
plaj^cd siittilar abilities. ^ . 

Rather than being cognitively unsophisticated viewGrSs Reid suggests 
that preschoolers have the potential ability to differentiate television 
programdiing and commercials through their ability to interpret content 1n 
' relation to socTal experiencGs and to act toward comniercial s in terms Qf^uoh' 
understanding. This indicates that a child's ability to handle television 
advertising is a product ^of 'f ami 1y group Interaction and those experiences 
that ho carries to the vlGV/ing situation, not biologically deterniinod' age- 
graded stages of cognitive development. Television viewing was observed to 
be an interactive phenomena througli which a child in participation with others 
produces and assigns social meaning to television coi^evjcial s . To^ttempt a 
blanfcet conceptualization of the child/television advertising relationship, 
then, based on chronologica^lly age-fixed stages ignores the potential impac-t^ 
of sociSl interaction ,v especially f ami ly 'group J nteracti on . 

At the risk of over-^sinipl ification, both studits suggest a "common 
ground" for focusing all energies directed af regulating children's televi- 
sion advertising. Rather than perpetuating, a series of monolegues among 
-the various groups advocating their positions and points of interest concern- 
ing the Issue^ the findings advance parental invol voment- as a point of dia- 
logue for the advancement of common^CPTOd C2)* Having reviewed this research 
and its apparent implication^ the focus now turns to the current state of 
regulating children's telQvision advertising. ' ^ \ 

* 

si*' * 



REASSESSING PARENTAL RESPONSIBILITY 

r 

,A recurring problen) concerning the regul ation'^"of'-<lH^V^ rin ' s televi- 

Sion advertising 1s the ]ack of dialogue amcng adverti sers , special Interest 

.grDups^ government regulators, and members of the general public,^ as the 

various nrbups seem to talk past_each other conGdrning the many conipl exi ties 

^'of the'lssue. At one\extreniei it is sugge^ted^that all advertising directfed 

toward children be eliminated, and directed only to parents* At the other 

extreme, it w argued that parent's exercise control over thoir children's 

viewing and must share the blame^ for any ills that follow. To resolve the 

controversy 5 all groups seem to ugree, however, that the matter should* be 

handled by governmGncal 'agencies and are receptive to the idea of^applying 

consumer behavior research data to proposed regulatory codes and poVicies 

(7, 14). ^ ^ ^ / ■ . 

This general consensus indicates h great faith in the povver and 

effectiveness of legislative' or regulatory decision niaking concerning the 

child/television advertising relationship. Becausp the probleii) area is 

broad and ill dofinGd, it is tacitly assumed that by turning^over responsi-* 

bility to reoulatory agencies, only those practices that are in the public's 

best interest will remain (12). Denzin labels this trend the politics of 

education Snd so^J^l ization and has observed (6, p. 32p*^}: 

AmerlcrS^^fanii 1 ies are painfMlly retarded in stances they have 
taken towards children, education, the juvenile courts^uthe welfare 
programs s arid drug abuse programs. They have permitted large-scale , 
bureaucratic systeins^of social control to take over what is their 
responsi bi nty: seeing to 1t that'' chi Idren rcceivQ the best possible, 
^care educatic^n. / • ^ 

With'the growing acceptance of Behavioral data' Into the existing rgOLil 
tory process and the cont|:iig1ng trend tovyard complex sot of agencies and 



= = 6 ^ - 

^fgrTnizations to handle public policy issues, w'l'iat is suggested above Is a 
continuing tendency to view governmental regulation as th§ ujjjmaje and 
sojj^ solution to issues concerning the child/televiston advertising relation- 
ship. Perhaps niore Important, this tendency furthar suggests that parents, 
in thoir attempts to. produce better children^ havo felegated thelr'responsi- 
DiHties Df^ child care afid education to the political systen); and these 
responsibilities, in turn, have been and are sti^l 1 beings canried out tlirough 
regulatory codes and policies CB? p.'4). 

The data reported by Reid (11) and V/acknian/Viartella ^ and K^ird'^'l^ • 
suggest that regulating children's television advertising is not an area of ^ 
public policy in v/hich governniental regulation c^ri provicie^the onj^ effec- 
tive solution, however. . Rather than attempting to protect -children from 
television cornnGrcials, whichs oT courses would be Impossible, efforts should 
be made to prepare children to'handle it, As suggestl^ by their dataj in-- 
creased parent-child interaction corifcerning telGvisiori advertising can im- 
prove a child's abpity to deal with tel^avlsion coiiiiriefci als i including a 
presch/iol child's ability,^ In the broadest sense, the ciato reinforce the ■ 
idea that consuniGr education can v/ork as a viable suppl oment to governniental 
regulation, especially^ that undertaken by parents, Moi^GOver, such education 
need not he' based on age differences as sungostQd by 'ihitic^l research assufii-* 
ing the cognitive developiiiental perspective. 

More parental 1r|vol veinent can occur only if niOfG parents are made aware 
of the potential Inipact^that they might have oh^ their children's consumer 
development, howevGr, feather than attempting to prevent children from being 



exposed to televisian advertising by el inil nati^ng ^11 ■coiiwercial s from|Chnd- 
ren's prograinming, all concerned bodies, including feOulotDry a^^encles-, ' 
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consumGr groups, the ad^ortising industrf, the School *Sj/sterii, and the 

general public, ought to become more Inviolved in t^aQhing children to 

' \ 

undorstand the naturG and purpose of television odvertising. To o1 liiiinet^^ 
tlie practice v/ill not soli'o the probloni because child^'Cn are heavy vlev^e^s 
of *p rime time prograniming and .ivill merely sNft more viewirig time ffm dc)y^ 
time and S^^turday mornings to prime time (eg, 1/4 of eat^ly childhood V1^w^ 
ing is prime time accoi^ding to A. C. Nielsen Data), Direct line of ^ccowth- 
bility between parents and consumer education must established solve 
I the prSblem. Rather than continuing to seek conflicting and separat^^^l ui^ 
, tions, all groups 'concerned must seek to establish such a line of sccouhta- 
^ bility as their common goal. a . 

School's, f|/r example 5 could establish direct lines by deslQriihQ p^"^^ 
school curricula that includes consumer education. Such^a program WOUlc! cjo 
beyond the traditional student- teacher relationship by bringing parents into 
the program by ihvolving them as active and interacting partiCiparits. In 
conjunction with curricula changes 5 parents, as niernbefs of the general public, 
could seek to supplement formal consumer education programs^ Through groups ^ 
_such as the PTA, par^ents could encbwage and ^supplenient fo^^nial progranis thcvt 
involve tficiii in their children's consumer devclopti^t'ntw The advertising in- 
dustry itself could contribute^by providing information about parental irnpc\ct 
on^children ' s consumer development through such Organizations as the Adv^r^ 
tising Council. Governrnontal agencies could supplonifint industry provided 
information throijgh infoniuV; ional campaigns of its oy/n* .ConsuinQr Qrc^ups, ^'^^ 
such as Action for Children's Televisioni could redirect their effof'ts toward 
attemjxts to encourago^parents to become niore involved in children's consu'iief 
'learning, rathor'lfban attempting to control^^b^^o^oh ihcreased governiriGntQl 



reguldtioni only one of the many agencies of consunier sociaHzation. Tli^se 
are only a fev/ of rfiany suggestions that might be yoiced. ^The inajor point 
rofiialns, howevor, that consumer education can work mid" ml eriGi^gies must bo 
directed tov/ard Involving parents, in children's consuiner developnient, in-- 
eluding thoi r jbi 1 i ty to understand television advertising. 

Rather than turning all of their responsibilities over to governinentai 
agencies, parGntSs as the most immediate caretakers of children^ must assort 
their obligatians in regard to consuniar socialization. They mst resist 
pressyres to move the child out of the family arena into bureaucratic re^la^ 
tory settings (6).: The business of producing -a "marketpl ace-vn'se'' consunier 
is a serious businesSi^and; parents must become more involved in the process 
of consuiner socialization. Othe;^^ groups- concerned shoulcl push parents in 
this direction* 

CONCLUSION 

While no 0 arge-scale , detailed .pUns or progranis ara offered for in-^ 
volving parents in consumer teaching activities, and even if parental teach- 
ing is currently p ''hit-or-miss'' proposition, the major implication of heccnd 
resoarc!i calls for increased parental invol\/ement 1n teoching cHildrenj ^ 
especia^ny presctiool childrc-ns to understand the nature and purpose of teik- 
vision advertising. It is time for all interested groups to stop looking to 
iha^regulatory nystom as the sole soluiion to public poiicy issues. Parents 
must bocoine actively involved in the consumer socialization process .and 
their involvement must^^be recognized and systematical ly incorporatod 'iiito 
the publ ic ^pol 1 cy decision m^igg process* Any fonn of continuing govGrn^ 
mental overs1ght--however well intended--wn 1 be a furthGr criet'oachnient on 
parental rosponslbil i ty and will not solve the fundamontal problem. At tho 
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SoniG tinic, howovqri the consequGnces of the child/tGlevisiqp-'advertising ' 
rGlatlonpHip ace both real and of^tjreat importance- to the process of con- 
Bumr social izatiOfU Recent research suggests that increased parent- 
Child interaction concerning television advertising perhaps provides more 

rGalistic and potentially more effecti ve soluLion for thosa wfio wish to 

f' 

regulate tfie viewing habits and consuiiipr developinent of children, including 
preschool chlldrGn, * . - 
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